Abstract
Introduction
In Vietnam, unsolved literary tension was caused by the literary theory called Socialist Realism, which had been established and sanctified for over thirty years. The problems of literary activity in Vietnam, resembling what happened in other socialist societies, stemmed from the * This paper is part of the two-year research project on Dynamics and Changes of Post -1975 The following parts of this study will try to answer what Socialist Realism is, and how it was established and developed in Vietnam before it was challenged in the post-war period. This will be followed by a discussion of well-known literary works to illustrate how post-war writers tried to remove the elements of Socialist Realism from literary pages. However, the discussion will focus only on the novels and short stories written during the period between 1975 and 1986, which can be regarded as the transitional period from wartime to Renovation (Đổi Mới) literature.
1 Due to the Renovation policy launched in late 1986, writers and critics openly moved towards the new literature, a milestone which unofficially marked an end to Socialist Realism in Vietnamese literature. This study will also show that the development of Renovation literature 1 The term "renovation" refers to the economic and political reforms (Đổi Mới), which began in 1986 at the sixth Party Congress. Nguyễn Văn Linh, General Secretary of the Communist Party in the mid-1980s, tried to move away from centralized control towards a market economy in order to rescue the country from economic and political crisis. The Renovation policy dramatically affected literary and cultural activity in Vietnam. Vietnamese writers took this opportunity to explore a wider range of new themes, to experiment with new styles of writing and delineate objective truth. They also challenged readers to rethink and reinterpret what happened in the past with a new perspective.
was not sudden and, in fact, was a result of the long efforts of those in the literary domain; namely, writers, critics and scholars. Thus, the effort to move away from the guidance of the Socialist Realist theory during the period of 1975-1986 can be seen as an attempt to pave the way for Renovation literature starting in the late 1980s.
What is Socialist Realism?
It is not easy to define Socialist Realism, but it is a literary style of writing that played an important role in the literary production of Socialist countries in the 20 th century, Vietnam included. The term 'Socialist Realism' emerged in the early 1930s. According to Brown, it was coined in 1932 and attributed to Stalin, but nobody knows the exact origin of this literary term (Brown 1982: 15) . A discussion of Socialist Realism was officially made in August 1934 at the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers presided over by Maxim Gorky. The speeches delivered by leading Soviet writers at the congress implied that the government demanded artists and writers to take part in the building of Socialist society. In order to respond to government policy, writers needed to find a new literary technique and form to portray the new life, new Socialist men and new society. Finally, Socialist Realism was chosen as the official style of writing for all writers.
Although Socialist Realism is regarded as a strict style of writing, it was a reaction to an even stricter literary form of the regiment literature of the First Five-Year Plan by the RAPP (Association of Soviet Proletarian Writers) 2 under which 'the writers became a professional worker with definite duties determined by political, social, and economic considerations' (Borland, 1950: 1 Socialist Realism means not only knowing reality as it is, but knowing where it is moving. It is moving towards socialism, it is moving towards the victory of the international proletariat. And a work of art created by a socialist realist is one which shows where that conflict of contradictions is leading which the artists had seen in life and reflected in his work. (Scott 1977: 157) 
Literary transformation in Vietnam
After the August Revolution and the declaration of independence by Hồ Chí Minh in September 1945 3 , there was no more debate between 'art for art's sake' (nghệ thuật vi nghệ thuật) and 'art for life' (nghệ thuật vi nhân sinh), the literary debate which prevailed in Vietnamese society during the 1930s (See Hue Tam Ho Tai 1982: 63-83) . This is because the writers began, after the Communists took control from the French, to believe that the concept of collectivism could provide a solution for the survival of the country, and literature should take part in the struggle for national independence. Moreover, the return of French troops in 1946 made Vietnamese intellectuals, writers and artists, whether or not they regarded themselves as Communists, realize that the revolutionary task was their first priority. In North Vietnam, 'cái tôi' or the 'I / Individuality' was not allowed in literature, and was gradually replaced by 'cái ta' or the 'We/ Collectivism.' It was assumed that only 'cái ta' could lead Vietnam towards victory against foreign troops and was beneficial for the development of Socialism, whereas 'cái tôi' was regarded as a main obstacle to the progress of the nation. As seen in the critical writing of Văn Tân and Nguyễn Hồng Phong, intellectuals in general, and writers in particular, were required to transform their 'bourgeois self' into the 'proletariat self' (Văn Tân và Nguyễn Hồng Phong 1957: 54-55) .
Hồ Chí Minh severely criticized individualism in the article 'Nâng cao đạo đức cách mạng, Sạch chủ nghĩa cá nhân' (To Increase Morality of the Revolution, To Wipe out Individualism). He pointed out that the morality of the revolution was 'tập thể' (collectivism), 'đoàn kết' (unity), 'tổ chức' (organization) and 'kỷ luật' (discipline). Individualism needed to be eliminated because it was disadvantageous to the revolution. In his writing, he asked Vietnamese people to keep in mind 'mình vì mọi người' (one for all) in order for Vietnam to achieve victory (Hồ Chí Minh 1996:438-439) . 4 Consequently, Vietnamese writers had to participate in political affairs and their works were used as propaganda and as part of the mass mobilization. They were not allowed to write about personal dreams or individual concerns, but were required instead to stimulate (cổ vũ) people to make a greater effort and contribution to the survival of the nation. The essay "Nhận Đường" (Recognise the Path) by the famous writer, Nguyễn Đình Thi, can be regarded as a manifesto for the writers of this period. Nguyễn Đình Thi pointed out that the responsibility of writers to the fatherland was unavoidable and that it was necessary for literature to unite people and strengthen their souls in so that they could overcome the odds and win the battle. As he wrote:
...The sound of the war exploded. Our direction is very clear: everything for the struggle, everything for the nation...we will turn everything to the flag of the nation; to write, to draw pictures, to compose music, to fight on a literary front. Every creation is a bullet shot at the head of the enemy. (Nguyễn Đình Thi 1998: 191) Socialist Realism remained Vietnam's official literary theory in the post-war period, but in practice it had clearly lost its popularity since the early 1970s as it is often seen in the poems of young soldierpoets before it is more visible in novels and short stories written in the late 1970s. These young poets, like Nguyễn Duy, Xuân Quỳnh and Thanh Thảo, took part in the war themselves and wrote what they saw from the battlefields: blood, wounds and death. This is different from poems by older poets who poeticized and idealized the war. For instance, the young poets found that it was inevitable to join the war, but they began to be skeptical and could not see, during hours of violent death, the beauty and heroism of the war expressed in the works of the older generation. [1983] . Therefore, by the late 1980s, the majority of writers could no longer call themselves Socialist Realist writers.
On August 25, 1989, a discussion about the direction and future of Socialist Realism was officially held at the Institute of Literature in Hanoi. The talk was mainly about whether or not Socialist Realism should be considered as the official style of writing. However, the majority of writers, literary critics and scholars who attended the meeting hesitated to make a final decision. Although a few conservative scholars suggested at the meeting that writers should continue writing in the Socialist Realist form, this literary style of writing was less supported by many scholars and critics. 8 The prominent scholar Hoàng Ngọc Hiến even wanted it to be abolished, as he asserted:
Socialist Realism is a fake concept that has caused troubles for writers and artists, including scholars and authorities in the literary field, for a long time. At the beginning, it was just a banner, but then people turned it into a subject of study, elaborated it, ascribed to it a style of writing, and made it so powerful. The argument (on Socialist Realism) is useless (Hoàng Ngọc Hiến cited in Văn Nghệ). 
Literature for everyday life
It can be noticed that post-1975 literature paid more attention to everyday life issues, which is in contrast to the Socialist Realist literature focusing on political and historical events. For example, the short story Sống với Thời Gian Hai Chiều (Living in Two Sides of Time) [1983] by Vũ Tú Năm shows that a person also has to pay attention to personal life apart from fulfilling his or her duty as a citizen. The story reveals how people live in difficulty in a transitional period, from wartime to peace. In the short story, An, a veteran who spent most of his time at the front, returns to his family when the war is over. On a visit to his relatives in his home village, he learns that living a civilian life is much more difficult than fighting at the front. Relationships between people are also complex. He has to accept that he does not know how to be a good husband and father. It is even more difficult when he learns that Ngàn, his former lover, is still loyal to him and regards him as her husband. Ngàn told Bình, her adopted daughter, that An was her father. Then, when Bình had her own son, she told him that An was his grandfather. Finally, An decides to accept Bình and her son although they have no blood relation. As shown in the complex relation between An, Ngàn and Bình, human life is full of twists and turns. It is painful for Ngàn that she could not marry An. It is not easy for Bình to learn that An is not her father. It is very difficult for An to discover that there are women who claim to be his wife and daughter. As shown in this short story, relationships between people are also fragile. If one is not careful enough, one can unintentionally hurt innocent people.
As pointed out in Vũ Tú Nam's short story, the duty of human beings is more than being a good citizen, joining the war or defending the nation. As seen from An, he is not only a soldier but also a father and husband. Although the war is over and his responsibility to the country has finished, he still has to complete responsibilities to his own family and other people with whom he is involved. From the story, it seems the author attempts to warn his generation and readers who lived through the war that life is not simple. As An says: 'life is like that! we have to follow its law, we are drawn into life whether we like it or not. Sometimes, it is really funny (Vũ Tú Nam 1985: 411) .'
The change of topic from war to daily life problems is remarkably shown in Mùa Lá Rụng trong Vườn (The Season of Leaves Falling in the Garden) [1985] by Ma Văn Kháng. In this novel, there is no heroism, optimism or historical event often found in literary works written in the pre-1975 period. The story is mainly based on family affairs and everyday life problems that ordinary people have to endure, such as how to earn a living, the decline of the family system and the deterioration of morality in post-war society. This novel also reveals the complicated relationship between human beings, family and society. Similar to what is shown in Vú Tú Nam's short story discussed above, Ma Văn Kháng emphasizes that people have a responsibility for their own lives as well as for society, and family is the fundamental unit of society. However, Vietnamese people, as Ma Văn Kháng tries to point out in the novel, are so used to living with political affairs and a collective life that they do not know how to manage a private life. The dark-sidedness of human beings such as jealousy or selfishness, which might have been temporarily repressed when everybody in society was committed to national salvation, began to appear again in post-war society. These problems are illustrated in Ma Văn Kháng's celebrated novel.
This novel also marks a change in Ma Văn Kháng's writing style. That is, he shifted his interest from the problems of rural people to a middle-class urban family, which is uncommon in his previous works focusing on ethnic people in mountainous areas. Mùa Lá Rụng trong Vườn (The Season of Leaves Falling in the Garden) shows the decline of the traditional family and old values during the transitional period from the end of the struggle to the epoch of peace. In the story, Mr. Bằng, a retired high-ranking official, tried to be severe with his children because he wanted to preserve the traditional family. The family members were supposed to be successful and dignified. In the last days of his life, he was humiliated by the fact that Cừ, one of his children, left the country and emigrated to Canada. Before he committed suicide, Cừ sent a letter to his father and explained what made him make that decision. The letter revealed that he left the country because he would never be able to reach the standard set by his own family and society's expectations. Cừ was denounced when he complained about the hunger and hardship he had to endure while fighting at the front. He became disillusioned and hopeless in a society that demanded that people involuntarily sacrifice everything for the collective and keep personal suffering to themselves. As implied by Ma Văn Kháng, one cannot make a quick judgment whether people are good or bad only by looking at social standards or morality because life is too complicated to be framed by political and social criteria.
Mr. Bằng dies before he has to witness the tragedy of Đông, the eldest son in the family. Đông believed that he had a right to take a rest and enjoy himself after the long period of serving the country on the battlefield whereas his wife, Lý, wanted to be materially superior to other people. Dissatisfied by her husband's passivity and lack of ambition, she decided to leave him and lived with another man in Ho Chi Minh City. Lý's behaviour was criticised by family members. It seems that only Luận, a younger brother of Động, had sympathy for his sister-in-law. For him, Lý was actually a victim of her own attitude to life as well as the materialistic post-war society. As Luận commented:
This event is not simply an act of adultery. It is evident that Lý made a mistake. But, is it true that Động and nobody in the family do not take part in this mistake? The nation, after thirty years of fighting against enemies, is in the process of restoration with deprivation and hardship. The nation has never been so highly heroic and glorifying like this before. Yet, life has never been so difficult and excited by materialistic values and selfishness like this either.
(Ma Văn Kháng 1985: 245)
The two stories discussed above show that literature is not only to serve political purposes, but literature is to portray every life problem such as how to earn a living and family affairs. This is also an attempt to disengage politics from literature, and pay more attention to individuals' struggle in everyday life.
Alarming reality and unpleasant truth
The works written in the post-1975 period reveal the dark side of society, especially corruption and the deterioration of morality among cadres. Two novels by Nguyễn Mạnh Tuấn, Sống Trước Biển (Standing before the Sea), written in 1982, and Cù Lao Tràm (The Tràm Island), written in 1985, gained considerable attention from readers. Seen through these two novels, there is no doubt that the author still has strong faith in socialism. However, the author attempts to speak out about the unpleasant reality that not many people at that time dared to mention, or simply pretended not to know about. In these two novels, Nguyễn Mạnh Tuấn reveals that bureaucracy, corruption, and materialism are problems that exist in this socialist country, too.
The novel Đứng Trước Biển (Standing before the Sea) shows that life in the postwar society is complicated, and it can be even more complicated than during the war. Developing the economy and building a socialist society are also difficult tasks. Thus, those who take charge of building a better society for the masses need to stand their ground firmly; otherwise, they could be tempted by personal benefit or materialistic values.
In Cù Lao Tràm (The Tràm Island), the author turns his attention to the peasants in the South. The belief in the vital role of the masses in building socialism is still expressed in this novel. In the story, the peasants are characterized as moralistic, industrious and loyal to the party. However, they begin to rebel against local authorities who abuse their power to exploit people for personal advantages. Nam Trà, a party member in the story, tries very hard to fight for her idealistic goal, to build a socialist society and bring a better life to everybody. However, she feels isolated among her colleagues who give up their socialist morality. [1982] shows that Nguyễn Minh Châu was concerned about the economic crisis and social development in the post-war period.
The main purpose of this novel is to strengthen the morality of people in the post-war time and to support government plans to turn the whole country, North and South, into a complete Socialist society. This novel gives a panoramic view of Vietnam in 1980s. It covers the pictures of economic crisis that affected the life of each individual, the criticism of the Chinese people in Vietnam, which is the impact of the Sino-Vietnamese conflict in 1979, and the influx of emigrants abroad. The economic difficulties, poverty and famine of the post-war period are clearly portrayed. As shown in the story, some families had only rice and salt for their meals. Nguyễn Minh Châu accepted that there was something wrong with the economic development and probably it was the failure of the Socialist system of collectivization. Yet, he still had strong faith in Socialism and believed that the morality of the Communist cadres would be able to solve this crisis. It is clearly shown in the novel that some officials and party members began to doubt Socialism as a model of development. The war heroes in the story realized for the first time that the economic hardship of the post-war era was much more difficult than fighting on the battlefield:
...Hiển has never thought that to earn a living is a difficult task, extremely difficult. He has just realized that what he used to think-that it was very simple, such as catching fish on the sea or growing a grain of rice in the fields, is not simple, not at all! (Nguyễn Minh Châu 1982: 75) The conflict between the collective and the individual
Through the long history of war and foreign invasion, the criterion used for the evaluation and judgement of people and literary works was 'collective responsibility.' In wartime, a person could be regarded as good and respectable only when devoting himself or herself altruistically to the nation. In literary works, the characters are represented as part of the group. Individuals are allowed to appear in literary works only when they represent an ideal member of the group. It was also generally believed that any good literary work must underline collectivism and include social and political consciousness. However, the concept of collective and socio-political commitment in literature became less important in the post-war period when writers began to pay more attention to the inner dilemmas of individuals, their daily problems and their relationships with others in society. are glorified whereas weakness is not allowed in literary works. Thus, the shift away from epic toward tragedy is closely related to the changing values of the postwar society from collectivism to individualism. Tillyard (1958) explains the nature of the epic form as follows:
What most makes the epic kind is a communal or choric quality. The epic writer must express the feelings of a large group of people living in his own time. True, all personal feelings take on some from the general temper of an age. But, granted that, there are feelings that appear to be the unique concern of the individual and feelings which he knows, consciously or not, are shared by a great body of his fellows. That sharing gives those feelings a peculiar force and favor, and it forms the psychological ground and the justification of the epic kind. (Tillyard 1958: 3) In contrast with the epic form that underlines collective values and feelings, tragedy has a special character to highlight individual desires. As Tillyard puts it:
Tragedy cannot take some imprint of its age, but its nature is to be timeless. It deals with the recurrent human passions and, aiming at great simplicity, presents their bare elements, with Not too much local circumstantiation. It teaches not what it is like to be alive at a certain time but what it is like to be a human being. (Tillyard 1958: 15) Therefore, the change in the use of literary form in the post-war period shows the decline of Socialist Realism, as mentioned earlier in this study, which usually focuses on reflecting the positive side of society and success more than exposing negative things or discussing failure. In contrast, tragedy is a literary form that underlines the flaws of the main characters. In the famous novel: Thời Xa Vắng (A Time Far Past) [1986] , the author, Lê Lưu, illustrates the shift from epic to tragedy and the transfer of emphasis from collectivism to individualism. Although Lê Lưu's novel touches upon many social concerns at that time, the discussion below lies specifically on how the story reflects the conflict between collectivism and individualism in Vietnamese society.
The history of a Vietnamese peasant is thoroughly narrated through the life of Giang Ming Sài, the protagonist of the novel.
The author portrays what a Vietnamese peasant has had to go through, from the feudal period to the socialist transformation and the post-war era. Also, this is a good example of a literary work that focuses on an individual life rather than historical events. Free from familial and political ties, he expects to pursue a happy life and decide things for himself. He gets married for a second time to Châu, a city girl. This marriage is also unsuccessful and ends with divorce due to the differences between the two of them. Moreover, Châu hurriedly marries Sài, not because she is in love with him, but because she is secretly pregnant by a married man. After his second marriage fails, Sài returns to his home village and becomes the chairman of a collective farm.
Towards the end of the story, it is seen that the quest for individual happiness in Thời Xa Vắng (A Time Far Past) by Lê Lưu does not challenge the concept of collectivism directly, but rather calls for the recognition of the existence of individuals in society. The novel reveals the tension between individual desires and collective duties. While trying to complete their tasks and responsibilities to the nation, individuals feel, at the same time, estranged and exhausted.
Conclusion
Social conditions in the post-war period allowed Vietnamese intellectuals and writers to challenge Socialist Realism, which was the state's guideline for writing. However, one must bear in mind that this is not an attempt to overthrow the Communist government. It is not a political conflict, but it is a conflict of ideas aimed at achieving individual freedom of expression as well as an attempt to disengage literature from state guidance and control. As seen through the development of Vietnamese society, literature has played an important role in political struggles, especially in terms of mobilizing the masses to fight against foreign troops and build a Socialist state. Nevertheless, Vietnamese poets, novelists and short story writers argued that their tasks should be different when the war was over. As seen in the novels and short stories written between 1975 and 1986, Vietnamese literature shows a sensitivity towards the historical and social changes in the post-war society by focusing on problems of everyday life that people have to face in the new society. The elements of Socialist Realism, which were very functional during the wartime, are no longer suitable for the post-war life and literature.
